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Challenges with designing online assessment to support student task
understanding
Tiffani Apps, Karley Beckman and Sue Bennett
School of Education, University of Wollongong

Abstract

While online assessments can provide new opportunities to redesign traditional assessments,
they also present challenges related to task design and communication. Open-ended online
assessment may place more onus on students to make choices, interpret assessment
requirements and self-regulate their learning. The case presented in this chapter illustrates
some challenges of re-imagined online assessment design for teachers and students. The
chapter outlines student, teacher and contextual challenges that affect how a task may be
understood and responded to, with implications for the design of online assessment.

Introduction

Online technologies offer opportunities for higher education to re-imagine assessment in a
digital world through increased flexibility that allows students to progress at their own pace
any time anywhere, with new possibilities for sharing work and collaborating outside formal
class interactions (Bennett et al., 2017). A simultaneous trend towards exploring more
student-centred assessment approaches invites us to conceive of new ways to realise
‘assessment for learning’ through open-ended online tasks. Open-ended online assessment
often places more onus on students to make choices, interpret assessment requirements and
self-regulate their learning. Thus, there are important implications for how these tasks are
designed, communicated and supported.
This chapter presents some challenges of re-imagined online assessment design for teachers
and students in one case study example. The case study presented is drawn from a collection
of case studies conducted in four Australian universities that explored students’ self-regulated
learning in online assessment tasks. The online assessment tasks were specifically chosen to
allow us to explore designs that were sufficiently open-ended to permit student choice and
interpretation, and that integrated online technologies in ways that were intended to support
either new forms of assessment or better scaffold more familiar forms. Some tasks were fully
online, while others were supported by a combination of online and face-to-face interactions.
All were relatively modest attempts to integrate digital technologies into assessment by
regular university teaching academics, none of whom were particularly skilled with
technology. Furthermore, none of these redesigns were conducted under the auspices of a
project supported by specific funding. As such, all were examples of routine assessment
design work, which was initiated by university academics. This is important because our goal
was to neither generate or focus on ‘innovations’, but to explore real-life examples of
technology integration that could inform us about the current state of technology integration –

the ‘state of the actual’ rather than the ‘state of the art’ (Selwyn, 2010). By asking what is
occurring and why, rather than what ‘could’ or ‘should’ be, we move towards understanding
what might new forms of digital assessment be realistically and sustainably achieved by the
current workforce or through incremental change.
This chapter details one selected case study from the broader study to highlight how student,
teacher and contextual factors affect students’ engagement with online assessment in
practice. The selected case study highlights the challenges experienced when re-imagining
assessment for both teachers and students, particularly in interpretation of this online
assessment, and considers the implications for the design of online assessments.

The research study

We undertook a large-scale study of student learning processes within open-ended online
assessment tasks. The broader study comprised 11 embedded case studies across four
Australian universities. Each case study focused on a formal online assessment task within a
semester-long university unit. Data collected from unit coordinators, the teaching team and
students, including learning management system (LMS) data logs, assignments,
questionnaires and interview data, were used to explore the range of teacher, student and
contextual factors that shaped students’ engagement with the online assessments.
We conceptualised the interrelations between teaching and learning processes for a specific
task using an overarching framework based on Biggs’ (2001) generalised model from the
student approaches to learning research tradition, adding an important new element of selfregulated learning (Pintrich 2004; Winne and Hadwin 1998). Adapted from these models,
Figure 1 outlines our conceptual framing, demonstrating the interrelations in the teaching and
learning processes, as well as the different stages of student engagement in learning and selfregulation, all situated within the broader teaching and learning context.

Figure 1. Overarching framework for conceptualising teaching and learning in higher education
Approaches to learning are contextual shaped by the current teaching and learning context,
including the influence of instructor, peers, the institution, department and discipline. Within
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this context, practices are shaped by how students conceive learning and studying, their
understanding of the current task context (including the subject and course within which it
sits, as well their current teachers and peers), and by their previous experiences of learning
and assessment practices. Within the learning context students actively interpret the task
designed by the teacher, and it is this interpretation that shapes their approach to learning and
their learning outcomes (Figure 1). Integrating self-regulated learning offers a further
framework for conceptualising relevant processes and factors. In our research, we have used
Winne and Hadwin’s (1998) model of self-regulated learning as a recursive, weakly
sequenced set of four stages whereby students: (1) develop their understanding of the task
and its requirements, (2) create their own goals and plans based on that understanding, (3)
adopt study tactics appropriate to their goals and plans, and (4) meta-cognitively monitor
their progress and make any adaptations necessary to their understanding and/or approach.
This detailed model draws our attention not only to students’ activities, but also the factors
that influence those activities.
The case study presented in this chapter was a first-year philosophy unit of 387 students and
6 teachers. The initial idea for the online assessment task was to create a number of brief
sequential activities designed to support students’ understanding of the particular conventions
of essay writing in the philosophy discipline. The task consisted of three activities and was
assigned a weighting of 15%. The intention of the task design was to support students to
develop skills in composing a philosophical essay, prior to the subsequent assessment.
All students enrolled in the subject were invited to participate in the study. This chapter
presents data collected from 313 students using an open-ended item from two questionnaires
that asked students to outline their understanding of the task in their own words. The first
questionnaire was administered after students had received a description of the task but
before they had started to work on it, and the second questionnaire was administered after
completion of the assessment. The study also collected interview data from 12 of the
students, who had been randomly selected from a pool of volunteers from the broader student
participant group. The purpose of the interviews was to uncover contextual factors that
contributed to students’ understanding of the task across the assessment period.
The unit coordinator and four of the five tutors were interviewed twice, prior to and after the
teaching session. The purpose of these interviews was to elicit the understandings of the task
developed by the members of the teaching team, and in so doing consider how these shaped
the design of the task and how the task was explained to students. The unit coordinator,
Derek, described the purpose of the task in his initial interview as follows:
So this is a kind of first year level course about how to write an essay but it’s pitched
not at the technical stuff; there’s plenty of material on like how to do footnoting right
or how to find resources in the library – all that kind of stuff I’m assuming is covered
elsewhere. This is more around, try and understand the more abstract aspects, the
harder to get your head around aspects of what an essay actually is, what its purpose
is, what the parts of an essay are, what function they play in the essay, how to put
them together in the right way, how to decide if something is relevant to your essay or
3

not and trying to give students a slightly better picture of what I think an essay is,
okay, and what criteria I’m actually using when I read their essays and mark them.
(Derek, subject coordinator, initial interview)
In essence, Derek wanted his students to understand that the philosophy essay has particular
conventions distinct from the academic essays his first-year students were used to. This was
the first time the assessment task had been implemented in an attempt to support students to
better understand the expectations of philosophical essay writing. Derek’s aim was for
students to complete the assessment task during their independent study, without impinging
on class and staff time. His vision was to use online technology to provide self-paced, openended activities to support students build a new understanding of the underlying conventions
of the essay form as it is used within the discipline of philosophy.

The design of the task

Derek had quite sophisticated aspirations for the design of the task. The intention was for
students to engage with a series of formative online assessment tasks that would lead them to
think more deeply and reflect upon how they approached the subsequent assessment of
writing an essay. Figure 2 outlines the online assessment task as it appeared in the unit
outline at the beginning of semester.

Figure 2. Critical contribution task official description in the unit outline
To supplement this brief task description, further details about the task were communicated
to students via a number of channels including on the LMS, in lectures and in class by tutors.
The final design for the assessment task comprised three activities, two to be completed
online and one in class. The first online activity featured an audio recording of the unit
coordinator explaining the key features and conventions of an academic essay in philosophy.
Students could listen to this recording as many times as they wished and then completed 10
multiple-choice questions. Students had one opportunity to attempt the quiz and were
allocated 20 minutes. After completion, students received their score and the correct answers
to the questions.
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The second online activity required students to organise the paragraphs of a sample
philosophy essay. Students received the task details on the learning management system, as
follows: “A well-structured sample essay has been broken up into 10 sections and jumbled.
The task is to reassemble the sections of the essay into the correct order.” Students could
download the essay parts to examine the structure and prepare their response. Students had 30
minutes to complete the online quiz by ordering the paragraphs. Students received an
immediate score out of 10 for the number of paragraphs in the correct position. The answer
key was uploaded to the learning management system in the following week.
The third activity as described in the unit outline (Figure 2) required students to write an
essay plan and submit online for feedback. Derek changed this task because, as explained to
the researchers, he had run out of time to design and implement this final part of the task as
he had planned. He particularly had not thought through how he would provide feedback on
student essay plans in a timely fashion to support students with the subsequent essay task. As
a result, the task was changed to students completing a mock assessment of sample
philosophical essays in tutorial class, which had been assigned different grades. This change
to the final component of the task was communicated to students via the LMS and in face-toface tutorials. Students received new task details on the LMS, as presented in Figure 3.
Students were awarded a participation mark for completing this activity.

Figure 3. Written description of the final part of the assessment task in the subject LMS
The assessment description, as it appeared in the unit outline, described a series of
transactional tasks that involved comprehension of instructional materials. The assessment as
implement differed significantly from what Derek originally conceived due to a number of
challenges experienced in the design of the online assessment. Specifically, he lacked the
time needed to re-design the task and the digital skills and knowledge to implement his ideas
fully. Nor did he seek help from the central support services available and, ultimately, he had
to compromise on his design ideas. The result was that the task was much less open-ended
than he had envisaged.

Student perspectives of the task

In this section we consider how the students in this case study engaged with the online
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assessment task. We know that students often undertake online learning tasks in ways that
differ from the teacher’s intentions, leading to poor learning processes and outcomes (e.g.
Kennedy and Judd 2007; Waycott et al. 2012). Task interpretation and self-regulation of
learning are key to student success in open-ended online assessments, where students are
required to interpret tasks and plan their engagement and there are potentially fewer
opportunities for teachers to monitor, intervene and address problems with student learning.
To do this, we present task interpretation data from the case study of 313 students
undertaking the philosophy unit of study. We then draw on qualitative interview data to
uncover contextual factors that contributed to students’ general difficulty understanding the
re-imagined critical contribution task across the assessment period.

Task interpretation

We applied Hadwin and Winne’s (2012) three layers of task interpretation: explicit, implicit
and socio-contextual, as a framework to distinguish between students’ levels of task
interpretation. Table 1 outlines Hadwin and Winne’s layers of task interpretation.
Table 1. Layers of task interpretation (Hadwin and Winne 2012, p. 206)
Layer

Description

Explicit

Explicit task features refer to the overt aspects of the task including
those explicitly outlined in the assignment task descriptions and
criteria or verbal descriptions provided by teachers. These include
features such as assignment genre, length, content, and task
procedures.
Implicit task features are inferred by the student and influenced by
internal and external conditions. These include the assignment task
purpose, alignment of the task with other assignments and unit
learning outcomes, strategies and timings.
Socio-contextual task features are not specifically task related, but
rather inferred/learned beliefs or conventions of the discipline or
broader program of study in which the assignment is situated,
including features such as disciplinary genres and conventions.

Implicit

Socio-contextual

The task description in the unit outline (Figure 2) provided students with an explanation of the
explicit task features. Yet, the task did have a clear purpose within the philosophy discipline
which remained implicit. Table 2 applies the layers of task understanding (Hadwin and Winne
2012) to this particular task using the written descriptions and unit coordinators explanation of
the task.
Table 2. Layers of task interpretation applied to the critical contribution task
Layer

Application to the critical contribution task
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Explicit

Implicit
Socio-contextual

Include features such as assignment genre, length, content, task
procedures: Form/procedures: online quiz(zes), podcast
Content: essay writing, essay structure, essay marking, essay plan
Describes the assessment objectives: Preparation for writing an essay
or philosophy essay (without indicating distinction between genres)
Describes philosophical essays as a distinct academic essay form

Students were asked to “explain” what they were “required to do” for the task in an openended questionnaire item prior to commencing and post completion of the task. This data
collection strategy was employed to understand how students developed an early
interpretation of the task and whether and how that interpretation changed as they completed
the task. As the online assessment could be described according to the three layers, students’
descriptions too could contain one or more features. So, for example, if a student’s task
description contained only explicit features, it was assigned only one layer of understanding
(explicit), but if it contained both explicit and implicit features it was assigned to both layers.
An overview of the layers of task understanding present in students’ pre and post task openended questionnaire responses are provided in Table 3. Analysis of students’ task
interpretations revealed that many students did not clearly or accurately articulate features of
the task. For this reason, another category of task interpretation was included in the reporting
of these findings to represent responses that demonstrated an unclear or inaccurate task
interpretation.
Table 3. Layers of students’ task interpretation
Layer
Pre task (313)
Unclear/inaccurate
138 (44%)
Explicit
168 (53%)
Implicit
19 (6%)
Socio-contextual
12 (3%)

Post task (244)
104 (42%)
117 (47%)
30 (12%)
33 (14%)

After receiving the formal task description, 44% of students were unable to provide a clear or
accurate description of the task prior to commencing work on the task. This finding was not
surprising at this stage in the semester given the brevity of the task description. However,
42% of students were still unable to provide a clear or accurate task description after having
completed the task. This finding indicates that a significant portion of students remained
confused about the nature of the task, even after engaging in the prescribed activities.
At an explicit level, most students described details about task features, form and/or content
prior to (53%) and post completion (47%) of the task. This is perhaps not unexpected, as the
written communication about the task, including the unit outline description and
communication on the unit LMS, detailed the explicit features.

7

Within this context, a much smaller portion of students described implicit aspects, with only
6% of students detailing the assessment objectives prior to completing the task and 12% post
completion. While the percentage of students who described implicit aspects doubled across
the assessment period, our analysis shows that a significant number of students (88%) did not
demonstrate this level of understanding after completion of the task. In plain terms, this
means that the majority of students did not correctly describe the task purpose at either point
in time across the task period. Again, this finding points to the brevity of the official task
description and raises questions about the broader context of the task, for example, the ways
that the task was communicated to students in class and online and the change in task design.
At the socio-contextual level, only 3% of students connected the purpose of the task to
appreciating the distinction between a traditional academic essay and a philosophical essay
prior to completing the task. After completing the task, the percentage of students who
described such an understanding increased to 14%. While this increase is heartening, the low
percentage suggests that only a minority of students had been able to place the requirements
of this assessment in the wider context of assessment in their discipline or in higher education
more generally. This is a significant finding because a key motivator for Derek’s design of
the task was to support students to understand that the philosophy essay was distinct from the
academic essays his first-year students were used to. Yet, a deep understanding of a task
requires more than the explicit descriptions or instructions it includes students’ sense-making
of implicit and contextual cues as well (Hadwin 2006).
As a cohort, the philosophy students’ task understanding was mostly unclear/inaccurate or
focused on only explicit features of the task across the assessment period. While a small
portion of students demonstrated some growth in their understanding of implicit and sociocontextual features of the task over time, the majority of students did not describe these
features. This suggests that many had difficulty in developing a complete and accurate task
understanding. To better understand students’ difficulty with task interpretation we present
findings from 12 students who were interviewed below.

Student interviews

In this section, we share students’ explanations of their approaches to the assessment task,
framed by the four recursive phases of self-regulation from Winne and Hadwin (1998): (1)
developing accurate and complete task perceptions; (2) setting high quality goals during
planning; (3) adopting and adapting strategies to achieve goals; and (4) continually
evaluating and adapting studying during and across tasks.
Developing accurate and complete task perceptions
Most students’ task interpretations focused on an explicit understanding of the task. Students
described the task in terms of its discrete components and the process they had to undertake
to complete the task. They also described value associated with the task when describing their
interpretations, referring to a general perception of it being an easy task. For example, Harry
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provided an explicit description of the task along with his perception, which he later
reconsidered:
I think it’s just there’s three online things; we have to go on there and listen to a
recording and then answer some questions afterwards. I did the first one the other
day. It was pretty easy. (Harry, initial interview)
I think when it was first explained, I did think it was going to be a lot easier than it
was and I think I definitely under-estimated the amount of time I’d need to prepare for
it. (Harry, post task interview)
Much like the larger cohort of students, few of these students described the implicit or sociocontextual layers of understanding as described by the unit coordinator. Though, this is not to
say they did not have their own implicit understandings that differed from the intentions of
the unit coordinator. Students’ descriptions suggest that they were almost dismissive of the
task form, that is “it’s just three online things”, perceiving them as almost inconsequential.
Along with low weighting of allocated marks and the explicit instructions, it is plausible that
students understood this as a simple gateway task to the subsequent ‘real’ assessment, the
essay.
Nine of the twelve students described experiencing challenges understanding the task
associated with a range of factors including past experiences, communication about the task,
and task design. Two students made reference to their previous experiences with essay writing
in high school when discussing challenges associated with their task understanding. For these
students their lack of awareness of implicit and socio-contextual layers of the task resulted in
feelings of overestimation of their ability. As Saxon explained:
Yeah, because like in high school I did a lot of essay-based subjects like Ancient
History, Modern History, Advanced English, all that stuff, so I knew how to write
essays like well and like since the first part of the quiz was how to write an essay
then I just assumed “Oh yeah, I’ll be fine” then, you know, got two questions wrong
or something, I was like “Ooh, fudge” so maybe I’m not as great as I think I was.
(Saxon, post task interview)
If Saxon had developed a more holistic task understanding that included the purpose of the task,
which was to learn the conventions of a philosophical essay as distinctly different to a general
academic essay, rather than rely on the explicit task understanding and his prior experiences,
he may not have experienced such a challenge. These findings suggest that in cases where the
purpose of the task is not clear, students may draw on their past experiences of similar tasks,
which in this case did not align with Derek’s design intentions.
Four students described limited communication from teaching staff about changes in the task
as a key challenge in their task understanding. Students were unsure about changes to explicit
task features (e.g. task criteria, due dates, and when to access tasks on the LMS), which affected
their ability to engage with the task and, in two cases, students missed the opportunity to
complete one of the task components.
9

Seven students described confusion directly associated with the task design of activity two,
about how to arrange the essay paragraphs into the correct order. The design of the task added
to this confusion as the LMS assigned marks to the position of each essay paragraph in a predetermined placeholder rather than acknowledging pieces in the correct order. Thus, if a
student had one piece in the wrong position and the following five pieces were in the correct
order, they would all be marked as incorrect. In this activity, the task design impacted on
students’ confidence to complete the task and many students discussed the challenge of
completing the activity rather than the structure of the essay, as Tom explained:
It was probably the essay puzzle task. That one was really difficult. It’s more because
there’s no real right or wrong; for an essay it’s more just like some are better than others
so I was really confused just how they were assessing that … it was really confusing.
(Tom, post task interview)
Comments like this one indicate that task design contributed to students feeling less confident
about writing a philosophy essay after completing a task that was intended to support their
understanding.
Setting high quality goals during planning
In the case of the assessment task an optimal goal for students would have been to understand
the features and structure of a philosophy essay as distinct from more general forms of essay
writing and apply this knowledge in their own essay (the subsequent assessment task).
Instead, many students’ goals were focused on simply completing the task or achieving a
certain grade. The quote from Harry above demonstrates how a poor initial interpretation can
lead to a low-quality goal (just listen and answer some questions), and his further reflection
shows how this in turn led to him being under prepared. Given that many students had
difficulty in understanding the task it is unlikely they could have set high quality goals.
Previous research demonstrates that students with an accurate and more complete
understanding of a task are more likely to achieve a higher learning outcome as they can set
high quality goals and set standards that help them to monitor and evaluate their progress
(Beckman et al., 2019; Miller 2003; Oshige 2009).
Adopting and adapting strategies to achieve goals
The students described a range of strategies for completing each component of the task.
Given students’ focus on the mechanics of the task when describing their task understanding,
most strategies described by the students were specific to each component of the task rather
than more broadly associated with understanding a philosophical essay. This is perhaps not
surprising given the transactional nature of the tasks, which raises important questions about
the suitability of the task design for achieving the intended outcomes. The first online activity
featured an audio recording of the unit coordinator explaining the key features and
conventions of an essay. Students could listen to this recording as many times as they wished
and then complete 10 multiple choice comprehension questions. Strategies discussed by
students when completing this activity included: note taking while listening to the audio,
answering questions while reviewing notes, and taking time to complete the quiz to achieve
the highest score. Collectively, students described a rote learning strategy that focused on
10

answering the questions rather than developing a deep understanding of the philosophical
essay as a genre, which was the intended outcome of the reimagined assessment design. In
addition, all case students discussed the ease with which they completed the quiz. For
example:
There’s an audio file and as I listened to the audio file I just typed main points and all
like the main things that the teacher was saying and I typed that all up and studied that
and then took the quiz. (Ralph, post task interview)
The second online activity required students to arrange the paragraphs of a sample
philosophy essay in the correct order. Students initially perceived this activity as “easy” but
had difficulty in clearly explaining how they went about completing it. Students described a
number of strategies including: changing approach, taking more time, working with their
peers who were equally confused, locating connecting sentences, reviewing tutorial content,
and referring to a worked example. Of all the strategies discussed none of the students made
reference to Part A of the task, suggesting a disconnection in the way they viewed the
component activities. For example:
Yeah, that was a bit difficult. I don’t really know how I prepared for that. I think I
just kind of went into it, like I just kind of found like the introduction, the reference
list and then tried to fit everything in between but it was a bit difficult. I probably
should have prepared a bit more for that. There wasn’t anything that I remember that
was given to help us prepare. (Gabby, post task interview)
The third activity involved students in ‘marking’ sample philosophical essays. Students
described the way the task had evolved, but did not express any concerns about changes.
They reported the class discussion associated with the marking exercise as instrumental in
their understanding of the purpose of the activity. This suggests that this activity supported
case students to engage in a collective reflective process. For example:
We sat in groups and discussed the essays and what mark to give them. Yeah, that
was fine. That was really good in helping us understand what they’re expecting. I
didn’t really have to prepare for that I guess. It was more just like collaborating with
other students and their thoughts and everything. Yeah, I think that was really the best
task of them to really understand. (Gabby, post task interview)
Continually evaluating and adapting studying during and across tasks
Effective learning is as much about responding to challenges, shortcomings and failures as it
is about choosing the right strategy (Hadwin 2006). Components of the task that were
valuable in supporting students’ self-regulation included face-to-face class discussions. Class
discussion was particularly important in supporting students to develop a deeper task
understanding and, in turn, select more appropriate strategies. Students discussed using
scores from each component of the task as an evaluation tool. They described a sense of
confidence if they scored well and, conversely, confusion and low confidence if they scored
poorly. When students scored poorly they did not seek feedback about their performance on
the task. Several explained their lack of motivation to seek feedback by the low value
assigned to the task, with each component worth 5%. The second activity included feedback
11

uploaded to the unit’s LMS space, but only one of the 12 students had accessed this resource.
Conversely, all students discussed seeking help from their peers. However, discussing the
task with peers served to reinforce students’ generally low motivation to access support, as
there was a general sense that because others found the task difficult, the confusion was
acceptable. Research has shown that the goals students set for themselves are based on the
task interpretations together with a range of contextual factors (Butler and Cartier 2004). In
this case, students’ behaviour was associated with a collective low task value and motivation
to achieve, resulting in ‘giving up’ during the monitoring and control phases of selfregulation.
Overall, the students’ capacity to self-regulate their learning across the task period was
inhibited by their limited task understanding. Many students who described inaccurate and/or
explicit task features adopted surface strategies (like learning by rote), collaborated with
peers who were equally unclear about task requirements, or completed each component
discretely. This was most evident when students described strategies such as spending more
time on the task when faced with a difficulty, which was unlikely to be effective, rather than
trying to develop a better understanding of what they were being asked to do. In addition,
students did not seek feedback about poor task performance, rather they “chatted” to their
peers and accepted the task as “difficult”. The most valuable experience for students in
refining task understanding occurred during the third component of the task. This component
was an in-class activity that provided students with the chance to analyse a philosophical
essay and receive immediate feedback about their judgements during a class discussion. The
structure of the task provided students with the opportunity to monitor their task
understanding and refine standards within and across tasks, which would inform their
monitoring in the subsequent assessment task for this unit, composing their own philosophy
essay.
This analysis of our students’ experiences raises several important questions about the design
of online assessment tasks including: how can we promote understanding of the explicit,
implicit and socio-contextual aspects of a task to ensure students better appreciate the broader
purpose of the assessment design; how can we embed meaningful, connected and timely
feedback in online spaces; and perhaps most importantly, what types of assessment tasks are
most effective for online delivery?

Factors shaping task engagement

The study enabled us to identify a range of personal and contextual factors that shaped
students’ engagement with the online task, including factors such as knowledge of the task,
perceptions of and prior experience with online learning and assessments, study strategies,
and motivation. Overall, we found that student interpretations of the assessment activities
were largely incomplete and focused mainly on explicit features (e.g. word count or form),
rather than seeking out the purpose or underlying logic of the task. This is perhaps not
surprising for two key reasons: (1) the reimagined task design and its enactment were not
well aligned with the intended purpose; and (2) the task purpose was not clearly
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communicated to students in any official documentation nor were they clarified sufficiently
by the teaching team.
In this case study, many students underestimated the difficulty of the task. This may have
been due to the form it took. For example, the quiz and ordering tasks may have seemed like
inherently simple forms, but in fact the content of the task was more challenging. This was
problematic as it limited students’ capacity to effectively engage in the assessment. Even
when confused, the students did not tend to seek help from their teachers, turning instead to
their peers, whose own confusion then compounded the problem.
It is important to also acknowledge that the ambitions of the unit coordinator, who designed
the task, outstripped his capacity to realise an effective assessment design. His plans for an
open-ended online task to support students to develop their understandings of how to write a
philosophy essay were undermined by his own under-estimation of the time and effort to
create successful online activities. Ultimately, it was the final, in-class activity that provided
a useful contrast. This was the most effective activity from a student perspective, even though
it could have been the most ambiguous considering the last minute changes. The students’
comments suggest that the more interactive nature of the task, with discussion and feedback,
were critical to advancing their understanding.
The online component was designed to support student learning without encroaching on
valuable class time and to better allocate staff time to grading student work. Despite the
advantages the online learning environment afforded, this case study highlighted design
challenges of the online assessment. A key theme in this case was the explanation and
communication of the online assessment to the students. For students, interpretation of
assessments tasks involves more than understanding explicit instructions, but also the
intended task purpose in the context of the broader disciplinary ways of knowing, all of
which may be implied or expected of students (Hadwin and Winne 2012). In this case, the
brevity of the formal written description, the varied nature of communication about
assessment across the teaching team, the methods of communication with the students
(including the formal description), and the additional information provided online and in
class by the teachers shaped students’ understanding and, ultimately, their engagement in the
online assessment and learning outcomes.
The findings support previous suggestions that task design and communication may be
particularly significant for online assignment tasks that are complex and involve task
structures and components that may be less familiar or less prescribed than traditional
assignments (see Oshige 2009). This may be so for both students and teachers, presenting
particular new challenges in the design, communication and interpretations of online
assignment tasks that warrant further detailed investigation. Thus, while online assessments
can provide new opportunities to redesign traditional assessments, they also require careful
design and communication to support students.
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Conclusion

In closing, we come back to the theme of this edited collection, the reimagining of
assessment in a digital world. The case was ultimately a modest attempt to leverage digital
technologies to create a flexible independent learning experience, but one which challenged
students’ capacity to self-regulate their learning because most did not develop a clear
understanding of what the task required of them. Derek was an experienced teacher with a
sound understanding of assessment strategies who found himself ill-equipped to realise his
own ambitions for a new design. The outcome was a poorly designed task, which did not take
advantage of digital technology, that was confusing to students and not sufficiently clarified
as it was being implemented. This case of realisation falling short of the reimagining is likely
to be a common experience, with implications for students, academics and institutions. It
reminds us that the ‘state of actual’ is often a long way from the ‘state of the art’ in
technology integration, and there is still much we do not understand about how best to close
that gap.
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